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Taking on the Goliaths of corruption 
 
The tiny mountain kingdom of Lesotho is going head to head with 
some of the world’s largest engineering companies in a monumen-
tal battle to stamp out corruption. But the fight against corrup-
tion is also a fight against poverty.  
 
By Sebastian Levine∗ 
 
 
“Our stars shall rise again,” says Masupha Sole and smiles at his 
young guard. We are at the Central Prison in Maseru, the capital of 
Lesotho, but Mr Sole is no regular inmate. Once in charge of the multi 
billion US$ Lesotho Highlands Water Project his star has certainly 
fallen; convicted for bribery and fraud he is now serving a 15 year 
prison term. And he may soon have company. Two former col-
leagues—one now a high ranking official with the African Union—go 
on trail later in the year. Moreover, in a veritable David versus Goliath 
type battle, the courts of this small and impoverished country are 
striking down some of the world’s largest multinational engineering 
companies one by one. ABB of Sweden is among those implicated in 
a corruption scandal that spans three continents. It is a stark reminder 
that when it comes to corruption in the third world the first world 
sometimes has a lot to answer for and that the poor always end up 
paying a heavy price.  
 
The project itself dates back to 1986 when the Apartheid government 
of South Africa and the military rulers of Lesotho agreed to begin the 
construction of several massive dams, including Africa’s highest, and 
interconnected tunnels to divert water from the mountains of Lesotho 
and lead it to the Gauteng province of South Africa. Under the ar-
rangement South Africa would get water to meet the needs of its 
growing population and expanding industries. Lesotho would get 
royalties in return and also benefit from the generation of hydropower. 
But things have not gone smoothly.  
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“With two illegitimate governments behind it, what do you expect? 
The project was bound to be corrupt,” says Mabusetsa Lenka from 
the Transformation Resource Centre, an NGO that monitors social and 
environmental impacts of the project and advocates on behalf of af-
fected communities. 
 
The tightening net 
Once the military government in Lesotho had been replaced by a de-
mocratically elected one in 1993 the scandal started rolling. An audit 
from accountants Ernst & Young revealed irregularities in the Lesotho 
Highlands Development Authority, the parastatal charged with admi-
nistering the project, and more particularly its chief executive, Mr 
Sole. These irregularities included charging personal expenses to offi-
cial accounts, abuse of the housing scheme and nepotism. Then fol-
lowed a full scale inquiry, dismissal and trial. Throughout Mr Sole 
vehemently denied any wrongdoing claiming to be the victim of a po-
litical witch-hunt. But the net was tightening.  
 
Early investigations in Lesotho coincided with a relaxing of the noto-
rious bank secrecy laws in Switzerland and—with the help of authori-
ties from that country—several Swiss bank accounts belonging to Mr 
Sole were uncovered. The court subsequently found that between 
1988 and 1997 he had received Swedish Kronor 8.5 million (in to-
day’s exchange rates), mostly through middlemen, from contractors 
and consultants involved with the project. “In return the middlemen 
would get the internal estimates from the project’s own engineers and 
other detailed information that would give the companies bidding for 
the lucrative contracts an unbeatable—and illegal—edge in the 
process,” explains Borotho Matsoso, a former deputy commissioner 
of police who now heads the government’s anti-corruption directorate. 
In 2002 Mr Sole was found guilty on 13 counts of bribery and fraud 
and sentenced to 18 years in prison, later reduced to 15 years on ap-
peal. But in many ways this was just the beginning. 
 
The disease of corruption 
There is a general perception in the west that Africa is inherently cor-
rupt and that bribery is a necessary evil that foreign firms must accept 
if they want to do business on the continent. The picture that emerges 
from Lesotho challenges that view and suggests that respected and 
profitable international companies can play a dubious instigating role. 
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“Corruption by western multinationals is a disease all over Africa”, 
says Churchill Maqutu of Lesotho’s High Court bluntly. The Justice 
goes on to make two critical points that emanated from the trials in 
Lesotho. The first is that it was not Mr Sole himself who opened his 
Swiss bank accounts but representatives of a big French contractor. 
Secondly, the money only started flowing after the multinational 
companies had established formal agreements with their agents or 
middlemen. These agreements included so-called “no duck no dinner” 
clauses to stipulate that only if the contracts to supply the project were 
delivered would the agent receive a fee. For the authorities this makes 
it clear that the corrupt practices were initiated by outsiders.  
 
“They showed him the path and he got greedy,” says Mr Matsoso 
from his office across town from the High Court. He goes on to pull 
out a huge laminated chart, large enough to cover most of his sturdy 
conference table. The chart shows a complex web that links the 19 
implicated multinational companies with several middlemen and these 
in turn with Mr Sole. Running between all the points on the chart are a 
myriad of colorful lines each with a US$ amount next to it. These 
represent the flows of all the known bribes that were paid by the com-
panies via middlemen to Mr Sole.  
 
A Swedish connection 
The companies are said to represent a veritable “who-is-who” of in-
ternational business and Swedish eyes need not look hard to find a 
familiar name. ABB Sweden, which was subcontracted to deliver tur-
bine generators to the project’s Muela hydro power installations, is 
alleged to have paid a total of Swedish Kronor 1.5 million to a certain 
Zaliswonga Bam, who acted as go-between for many of the compa-
nies. Within weeks of receiving the money Mr Bam would pay Mr 
Sole his standard 50 percent cut. Mr Bam died in 1999 and since ABB 
Sweden had no representation in Lesotho by the time indictments 
were being filed the authorities could not put the company on trial, 
explains Mr Matsoso with slight disappointment.  
 
Other companies were not so lucky. In 2003 Acres International, a 
firm of consulting engineers from Canada, was fined Kronor 15 mil-
lion for using Mr Bam and his wife to bribe Mr Sole. The following 
year Lahmeyer International, a German engineering consultancy, was 
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prosecuted, convicted and sentenced to a fine of Kronor 10 million. It 
appealed against the convictions and on appeal the court slapped on 
an additional Kronor 2 million. In June 2003 another middleman, Ja-
cobus du Plooy, who acted on behalf of Impregilo, the Italian lead 
partner of the consortium that built the main dam, pleaded guilty to 
bribing Mr Sole on behalf of Impregilo. In exchange for co-operation 
with the prosecution Mr du Plooy was fined Kronor 500,000 coupled 
with a lengthy prison sentence which was conditionally suspended. 
Schneider Electric (formerly Spie Batignolles), the multi-national 
French construction company involved in building the transfer tun-
nels, first tried to hide behind a change in corporate structure, but in 
early 2004 it too pleaded guilty to 16 counts of bribing Mr Sole. A 
fine of Kronor 10 million was agreed with the prosecution and paid.  
 
Our friends from abroad 
A further victory came to the prosecution team but this time it was not 
handed down by the Lesotho courts. In July 2004 the World Bank’s 
Sanction Committee barred Acres from receiving any new World 
Bank financed contracts for a period of three years. The World Bank 
has played a central role in the project from day one especially in 
putting together the complex financing arrangements. The decision to 
sanction Acres was somewhat of a turnaround. Back in 1999 an inves-
tigation by the Bank into the allegations against Acres basically 
cleared the company of any wrong-doing and even before then the 
World Bank had fought Mr Sole’s suspension during initial discipli-
nary hearings against him. This change of heart is part of a broader 
trend. According to the lead prosecutor Guido Penzhorn his legal team 
was initially met with considerable skepticism and even arrogance by 
the donor countries and funding agencies.  
 
“There is a lingering impression in Lesotho, as well as in South Afri-
ca, that the interest of first world countries in the present prosecutions 
lies not so much in the successful outcome of these prosecutions but 
rather in protecting the interests of its companies that are involved,” 
Mr Penzhorn told the Foreign Relations Committee of the US Senate 
in 2004. The first real support came from the Swiss government and 
only in the later stages did prosecutors benefit from collaboration with 
investigation teams from the EU’s anti-corruption unit and the World 
Bank. Another sign of the international community’s recalcitrance has 
been the complete lack of willingness to come through on earlier 
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promises of financial assistance to help foot the enormous legal bills. 
Lesotho is one of the poorest countries in the world and its people are 
facing chronic food shortages and a severe HIV/AIDS epidemic. 
While the fight against corruption is a central priority for the govern-
ment it is diverting scarce resources away from programmes intended 
to assist the poorest and most vulnerable groups.      
 
Not the only one 
Despite several high-profile convictions under their belts prosecutors 
in Maseru have not lost their appetite. “We knew all along that Sole 
was not the only one working from inside the project,” says Borotho 
Matsoso of the anti-corruption office, “now we can prove it.” And so 
earlier this year new charges of bribery and fraud were filed this time 
against Reatile Mochebelele a former chief delegate on the Lesotho 
Highlands Water Commission, the treaty-body that carries overall re-
sponsibility for the project. His Deputy, Letlafuoa Molapo, has also 
been charged. Previously Mr Mochebelele had been on the other side 
as a witness for the prosecution in a second case against Lahmeyer In-
ternational. But the charges against Lahmeyer have been dropped and 
the big question now is whether officials from the company will testi-
fy for the prosecution. If that happens it would be another massive 
breakthrough. Until now, all the cases have been characterized by an 
“impenetrable wall of silence” with none of those involved willing to 
talk. Even Mr Sole has refused to collaborate in exchange for a reduc-
tion in his sentence.  
 
The new charges came as a shock to many in Lesotho and could turn 
into a continent-wide embarrassment. After leaving the water com-
mission in 2001 Mr Mochebelele has served as senior advisor to the 
New Partnership for Africa’s Development, also known as NEPAD. 
This is a flag-ship programme of the African Union that has among its 
chief objectives to promote good governance on the continent. His tri-
al is set to begin in October. 
 
Mercedes for everyone 
The Government of Lesotho has won international praise for its com-
mitment to the fight against corruption. Still the country struggles to 
maintain a clean image of its own political leaders in the face of the 
people. The royalties generated by the highlands project through 
transfer of water to South Africa were meant for community devel-
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opment projects but have instead gone into large funds plagued my 
mismanagement and political patronage. Where is the money going? 
“To buy Mercedes’ for everyone,” quips a former senior employee of 
one of the development funds managing the royalties. The reference is 
clear. The media in Maseru have recently uncovered how cabinet mi-
nisters and senior officials are buying luxury Mercedes Benz automo-
biles for what amounts to just a few thousand Kronor effectively sub-
sidized by government funds. “This may not be corruption but it is 
self-enrichment and it is morally wrong,” says the outspoken Justice 
Maqutu. He also worries that as the second phase of the highlands wa-
ter project takes off criminal minds will have learned their lessons, 
which will make it even harder to detect corrupt practices in the fu-
ture. “We must be vigilant,” he says. 
 
No wonder that civil society groups are stepping up the pressure on 
the government. They emphasise the many negative impacts that cor-
ruption is having on the poorest groups. Firstly, they have not seen 
enough of the benefits from the project and many of those 27,000 
people that have been affected and had to relocate to give way for the 
dams have not been adequately compensated. Secondly, the costs of 
the project have been inflated not just to pay for the bribes but be-
cause contractors were not selected based on efficiency. This means 
that public funds that should have gone to promote social develop-
ment and poverty reduction have been wasted. In going forward the 
Transformation Resource Centre therefore demands that the process 
of tendering and issuing contracts be audited to increase transparency. 
They also want better compensation for resettled communities, that 
more of the water is diverted for use by poor households and for irri-
gation, and that the communities are given a real say in how the funds 
generated by the project are managed. The fight against corruption is 
also a fight against poverty, they insist. 
 
 
 
